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CHAPTER ONE
My Journey in Education
Introduction
Many students do not know the importance of education until they are adults and
can reflect back on the life lessons they learned throughout their years of school.
Growing up in an urban setting and attending Minneapolis Public Schools, there were
stories that shaped what education means to me. Significant teachers helped instill the
importance in reading, the true definition of security, and supported my journey to be an
educator. Each educator has a pinnacle moment or series of events that shaped them into
who they are and why they want to teach. One size does not fit all. Whether an educator
was raised in a rural setting and graduated from a class of a hundred students or they
grew up in a crowded city and bounced around from school to school, there is a story
behind what teachers want students to know and how their story shaped their thinking. A
key component for students to excel in school is by understanding what reading
comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and
comprehension with their classroom content?
Education needs to be a stable resource for students. Living with a single mother
of three kids and moving 18 times growing up, education was always my stability factor.
Before high school, I had never attended a school for more than two years, and was
always changing schools, neighborhoods, teachers, and friends. It was a blessing to
always have a teacher that cared. My mother did not have to stress the importance of
education; it was an individual experience. Some adults in my life flourished, and others
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became defeated by the realities of the world. Education was the ticket to not make the
mistakes that were witnessed. Education, reading, and learning became my stability.
Supportive teachers paved the way for me to reach my potential. In the spring of
sixth grade, students were preparing to transition to middle school; therefore, middle
schools would send program directors to showcase why students should attend their
middle schools. The opportunity was presented to hear about Minneapolis Public
Schools’ magnet program. The magnet program consisted of courses for high school
students to guide them on a possible career path. Edison High School had an “Education
Magnet.” The middle school students attended would be a stepping stone for the high
school magnet program. At that moment, I knew I wanted to be a teacher. At a young
age, teachers were supportive, optimistic, and encouraging. It was a mission to be a part
of that solution. From then on, my heart and mind were set on being an urban educator in
the same environment where I grew up. Soon after that, my love for reading became the
intrinsic motivation to shape and inspire middle school students.
The Love for Reading
Before seventh grade, reading was not enjoyable. Reading was not hard; there was
just no joy in literature. One slow day at my mother’s barbershop, while lounging and
sitting in a barber chair, there was a book close by that had a maroonish cover with a
picture of a person walking in the woods late at night. Being bored, I randomly picked up
the book and started reading John Grisham’s (1993) The Client; the love for reading
changed. The book could not be put down. I was engaged with the text. I loved and
comprehended how the plot thickened, and the main character, Marc Sway, had to
analyze the challenging scenario he was independently facing. It almost felt like I was
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him. It is something a reader may never experience. While reading the book, the thought
occurred, this is like a movie in my mind.
Not knowing what kind of books to read, that reading experience needed to be
repeatedly felt again. Books take a person on a new journey each time. I did not fly on
my first plane or travel out of Minnesota until the age of 21. Reading will take a person
where they could not go. Literature pushed me to take a road trip to Selma, Alabama, and
walk across the Edmund Pettus Bridge, fly alone to Thailand, engage in a mission trip to
Honduras, and travel to 28 states. Without reading, a person may not have the urge and
eagerness to explore and understand the world. The Malcolm X Autobiography told by
Alex Haley (1992) has put Mecca on the bucket list!
Students in urban settings can be constrained to just their block or neighborhood.
Some students will never travel outside of their city. These same students deserve to
engage with and comprehend reading to feel that movie in their minds. Educators can tell
students what they want them to discern in reading, but can also let them figure it out
themselves. In 13 years working in public schools and attending schools in the inner-city,
it was easy to see that reading allows students to create their perception of the world
around them. With the right encouragement and guidance, all students, especially middle
school readers, can grasp the importance and joy in reading and use it as a tool to create a
journey in life that will help them express themselves and define their identity. To ensure
that this happens, one question needs to be answered: What reading comprehension
strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with
their classroom content?
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First Four Years of Teaching
Before obtaining a teaching license, I was a special education assistant. After
graduating from Metropolitan State University’s Urban Teacher program in 2010, my
first teaching job was at an alternative high school in Southeast Minneapolis. The high
school was predominantly Somali and Muslim students. There was always a sprinkle of
white and African American students; still, the school culture resembled Somali and
Muslim students in grades 6–12.
For my first teaching endeavour, I taught grades 6–9. At the alternative middle
and high school, 95% of the school’s students were on free or reduced lunch, and only
13% of the students scored proficient on their Minnesota Comprehension Reading
Assessment. Almost a third of the students were tagged as English Language Learners.
With that being said, regardless of their circumstances, students wanted to learn. Students
were ready to accept and apply what they were taught in their science, gym, or English
Language Arts classes.
In 2010, the English Department was heavily focused on teaching writing and
reading together. Teachers were always scrambling to use whatever resource the school
would give to teach writing and model the importance of reading. For a first year teacher,
classroom management was important to student learning. Many of the initial classroom
management strategies from Doug Lemov’s book, Teach like a Champion (2015) were
applied. It was beneficial to pick up simple techniques like keeping durations of
classroom speaking and reading unpredictable. Engaging behavior and reading
comprehension strategies were used to incorporate a positive flow of reading into the
classroom. A prime example was Doug Lemov’s (2015) call and response behavior
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management technique to create reading engagement, “When you ask a student to read
aloud during class, don’t specify how long you want her to read...[this] makes other
students more likely to read along,” (p. 175). In the beginning years of teaching, it felt
like doing the right thing by having a well-run classroom where students read grade-level
books, wrote reflection essays, and produced group projects. It was quickly realized that
many students could not read past the third grade level and needed more engagement and
comprehension resources.
For the next few years, while teaching grades 6–9, the English Department gained
some good ground with building reading engagement and comprehension. Middle school
students read texts like Roll of Thunder, Hear my Cry (Taylor 2004); The Outsiders
(Hinton 2006); To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee 1988); and Walter Dean Myers’ Malcolm X
(1994), to name a few. For most units, students would have supplemental reading
assignments and summative writing assessments or projects to create deeper meaning of
the given text. English Language Arts classrooms had a few quizzes here and there for
each reader, but the main goal in those beginning years was to show students good
literature and help them enjoy reading. The English Department learned how to analyze
each student’s Minnesota Comprehension Assessment scores to better understand their
reading level. Teachers also assessed which specific reading strand where students
needed extra support. Being in a low funded school brought many challenges. Individual
reading assessments were created and educator’s used students’ previous years’ work to
create learning and growth goals for engagement and comprehension.
One of the biggest challenges in the first three years of teaching was
understanding how to get students to enjoy reading independently and in groups. It was
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an uneasy feeling having to peer over students’ shoulders and help them with every word
or explain the content in a book even though students just spent a class period covering
that same background information. Going back to the initial point, students wanted to
learn. Still, students lacked many reading abilities, like understanding vocabulary,
questioning the text, and summarizing key information. The problem was that most of the
students at this school struggled with reading before middle school, and elementary
teachers had been just going through the motions to try to deliver the best possible
lessons. That is when the decision was made to go back to school to obtain a K–12
reading license to answer the question: What reading comprehension strategies can
middle school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with their
classroom content?
Transition Stages in Teaching
During the fourth year of teaching I had split roles as a half-time literacy
instructor and half-time academic specialist. One of the duties of a literacy educator was
to teach a well-funded reading intervention class known as Read-180. As an academic
specialist, there was a goal to develop, deliver, and assess professional developments that
created better teachers for students’ learning. The academic specialist position delivered
professional development plans centered around positive reinforcement, Cornell
note-taking, building relationships, annotating texts, summarization strategies, and
assessment tools for reading. The literacy instructor's role was to use the same tools from
the professional development plan to create more engaging, proficient, and
comprehensible readers.
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As a reading instructor, I taught one middle and one high school section of
Read-180. Read-180 is a reading intervention class that has a mixed approach to teaching
and learning; it puts together whole group instruction, small group instruction,
independent reading, and a computer system that meets students’ specific learning styles
and capabilities to elevate their phonics and fluency (Kinsella, Smith, Cutting, & Stevin,
2019). Because of the district funding, Read-180 students were able to read texts that
matched their Lexile levels, work in groups with five students at a time allowing them to
analyze structures of a text, explore vocabulary, and dive deeper into whole-group
instruction. While working with small groups, two other groups were in rotation
independently reading or working on the Read-180 computer program. During my last
two years at this school, all of the Read-180 students increased their Lexile levels, and
85% of the high school students taught in that class passed their ninth grade Minnesota
State Writing Graduation Assessment. Of that graduating class, 96% of those students
graduated high school. Compared to the state of Minnesota’s graduation rate of 82.7% for
that 2017 graduating class, this school’s graduation rate was 14% higher (Collins., 2018).
Teachers, students, and families were able to see the powerful growth that reading created
in the classroom.
With the resources of Read-180, a reading instructor learned how to guide
struggling readers to independently read a text they liked and transition information from
the whole group to small group instruction to build comprehension. While students were
in a small group or independent reading groups, the third group of students utilized a
computer application system with tools to meet their reading fluency and vocabulary
knowledge needs. Teaching regular English Language Arts classes would not have all of
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these resources. It was essential to determine how to implement the same strategies used
for 15 students in a Read-180 class to a group of 25–35 students in a general education
classroom.
Why were middle school students coming to middle school classes and reading
well below grade level? How could a literacy instructor improve their reading to create
engagement and build comprehension? After six years, it was a tough decision to leave
this school. The decision was made to teach another urban institution that was more
middle school focused and had a more diverse population of students. There was still a
mission to answer the question: What reading comprehension strategies can middle
school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with their classroom
content?
Middle School Reading Intervention
Teaching at that school for six years and holding roles as the academic specialist,
lead English teacher, and literacy instructor built a positive reputation for teaching and
literacy. Coming to a new building as a new teacher, there was a rebuilding period. It was
vital to relearn the importance of building relationships in a school with 49% white
students, 51% students of color, and 47% percent of students on free or reduced lunch. In
the first year at this new school, I coached middle school girls basketball, participated in
History Day judging, taught an intersession class about students’ future dreams, and
participated in numerous school assemblies. When the administration asked if there was
interest in teaching one seventh grade reading intervention class for struggling middle
school readers, the answer was yes!
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Each grade in the middle school had one section of a reading intervention class:
ELA Topics. The classes were small; 10–15 students. Each student in the intervention
class had to meet specific criteria: a low grade in their English Language Arts class, not
meeting the proficiency standard on their annual MCA assessment, and score as high risk
on their quarterly FAST progress monitoring test. This meant that there were many
students in all grade levels that matched one to two of the indicators above, but in ELA
Topics, a student had to have all three.
The class title, ELA Topics, spoke for itself: the class explored subjects that
interested students. Being labeled as a reading intervention class also spoke for itself. The
students in the reading intervention class read well below grade level and needed reading
support. At the start of each quarter, students understood that they were in that class to
become better readers and writers. The first instructional goal was to teach reading
strategies and challenge students to use them in other classes for comprehension. The
second instructional goal was to apply those same strategies to books that were at
students’ Lexile level for engagement. Lastly, it was a duty to create a game plan to guide
students and teach them to use what was learned in the class. The skills taught, helped
them produce a higher score on their MCA and FAST test so they would not have to be in
next year’s ELA Topics and could have the opportunity to choose an elective course.
The most upsetting part about teaching that class was that students were taking a
reading intervention class while their peers took electives like band, future-city science,
and Spanish. Yet, those middle school students needed the reading instruction, and I
loved every minute of teaching them. In the first quarter of the class, students learned
about Beer and Probst’s comprehension and close-reading strategies from their book
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Notice and Note (2013). It became a routine to model a reading strategy from Notice and
Note, have students use it in class, and apply it to a class outside of ELA Topics. One of
the many examples was when students were taught contrast and contradictions. Students
were taught how to “Identify places in the text that reveal a contrast (between one group
of characters [or topic] and another group) or contradiction. Once students identified the
contrast or contradiction, they asked the question: why would the character [or topic] act
or feel this way?” (Beers & Probst, 2013, p. 114). When students would walk by class
during the passing time, they would explain how they found a “contrast or contradiction”
in social studies, or asked a “tough question” in science (Beers & Probst, 2013). Middle
school reading scholars trusted the reading strategies taught and were using them in their
core classes for engagement and comprehension.
In the third year at this school, an integrated English Language Learner class was
inserted into the seven period schedule. The students in that class had low English
Proficiency WIDA Levels of 2–3 and scored just as low if not lower than the ELA Topics
students on standardized tests and classwork. At this point, several questions were asked:
“Why are these middle school students coming into classes reading at or below a third
grade level?” “How can one English Language Arts teacher in a class of 25–35 students
be expected to teach students reading strategies, have one on one group work, show
students how to enjoy reading independently, and build comprehension to students whose
first language is not English?”
The truth is that the job of teaching reading can never be on one teacher. To
provide growth, a reading intervention has to have a smaller student to teacher ratio
compared to a general education classroom (Halls & Burns, 2018). The second truth is
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that all teachers are reading teachers (Daniels & Steineke, 2011). In science, art, U.S.
studies, band, math, and robotics, teachers use their own selected text for their classroom.
All teachers need to have a toolbox of strategies to engage middle readers to build
comprehension for their subject. Suppose only one teacher teaches students how to apply
reading strategies in all of their classes versus seven teachers using similar strategies. In
that case, students see a culture where teachers believe in the love of reading to help build
comprehension. In this capstone project, you will see a four-quarter professional
development for middle school teachers that answers the question: What reading
comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and
comprehension with their classroom content?
Rationale
Teachers are educating students to be better critical thinkers and explore their
thoughts in the world. The beautiful thing about teaching middle school is that students
get to see and learn from various content experts: science, art, band, math, physical
education, Spanish, U.S. studies, English, etc. What many middle school teachers do not
realize is that they are also reading teachers (Dieker & Little, 2005). An English
Language Arts teacher wants students to excel in class and beyond. In the last ten years,
my students have increased their Lexile levels, passed their high school writing
assessment to graduate, shown growth as below proficient readers on the MCA,
understood how to find books at their reading level, and simply found ways to love
reading. But sometimes, that only applied to my classroom.
The rationale for creating a professional development plan that uses reading
comprehension strategies that all teachers can apply in their classrooms is for students to
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engage with classroom content and feel confident to understand what they are learning.
There are many science teachers that want students to dig deeper with photosynthesis and
social studies teachers that want students to explore the ins and outs of the Jim Crow era.
Suppose middle school content teachers collaborate on using one researched-based,
highly effective reading engagement strategy each quarter. Then imagine what would
happen if middle school teachers set a comprehension goal for that quarter, and have a
mid-quarter assessment check-in. In the scenarios just mentioned, middle school teachers
will have three strategies that they have applied in all of their classes to change reading
comprehension and engagement in their school (Lyons & Pinnell, 2001). Middle school
teachers need to reach students beyond the reading intervention classroom to show them
that they can use reading to love and understand what is being taught in all of their
content classrooms. This is why I have created a four-quarter middle school professional
development plan that addresses the question: What reading comprehension strategies
can middle school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with their
classroom content?
Summary
Reading allows students’ minds to travel. When students comprehend what they
read, they can dig deeper into the content. Having effective reading comprehension
strategies that middle school teachers can use, fosters a more profound love of reading in
each middle school classroom. In the four-quarter middle school professional
development plan, staff will be able to show students that they are buying into the motto
that reading is power. It is the goal to show middle school teachers how to apply reading
comprehension strategies that allow middle school students to engage with vocabulary,
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questioning the text to create meaning, and summarize their content material. Middle
students will not only be engaged with content, but they will have a deeper understanding
of what they are reading in their content classrooms.
Chapter two explores scholarly literature that provides context and evidence to
support the intent of using three reading comprehension strategies in middle school
content classrooms. Chapter three shares a detailed description that gives aim to the
reading comprehension professional development’s choice of method, audience,
assessments, and timeline. Chapter four reflects on the learning of the capstone project,
along with implications, limitations, and communication of the professional development
plan. The literature reviewed in chapter two supports the objective by asking the
question, What reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to
create engagement and comprehension with their classroom content?
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CHAPTER TWO
Review of the Literature
Introduction
Middle school students of all reading levels struggle with reading engagement and
comprehension. The positionality in this literature review will answer the question: What
reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement
and comprehension with their classroom content? The positionality of this literature
review it to motivate, dig deeper, and educate middle school teachers on comprehension
strategies so reading can positively affect students’ lives. Middle school teachers need to
build a reading foundation that middle school students take with them into adulthood.
Unfortunately, over 20 million adults cannot proficiently read and are ⅓ of the countries’
unemployed (Venison, 2009). When students have trouble engaging and comprehending
what they read, it negatively impacts their lives as adults. Suppose reading is taught with
engagement in mind and researched-based comprehension strategies. In that scenario, the
future generation of adults can thank all of their middle school teachers for showing them
how to engage and comprehend reading in every classroom. In order to build engaging
reading strategies that positively affect students’ comprehension, middle school teachers
need a planned out, collaborative professional development plan that they can utilize in
their classrooms (Bryant, Linan-Thompson, Ugel, Hamff, & Hougen, 2001). When
middle school teachers have the proper resources to teach reading engagement and
comprehension strategies, middle school students will have a better opportunity for
progress in reading engagement and understanding of their classroom content.
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Building strong middle school reading engagement and comprehension starts at
the elementary level. Moats (2020) explained that 20% of elementary students in the
United States struggle with reading. Historically, when it comes to students of color,
compared to white students, 60%–70% of students of color from underserved
communities and schools have fragile reading skills in middle school (Moats, 2020). The
lack of reading comprehension continues to increase as students enter middle school. In a
study conducted of 4,000 third graders that read below grade level, 23% did not graduate
high school (Kearns & Bryan, 2018). Middle school teachers are the safety net to help all
middle school readers build proficient reading comprehension skills in their content
classes.
This chapter presents three essential topics of engagement, comprehension, and
reading strategies which are later used to introduce a four-quarter reading comprehension
professional development plan for all middle school teachers. A few of the subtopics
analyzed in chapter two are intrinsic motivation, text relevance, understanding key
information, the meaning of the text, and vocabulary. Each subtopic is a building block
used to understand the importance of the three strategies that answer the question: What
reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement
and comprehension with their classroom content?
Engagement
For middle school students to want to read, they have to be motivated.
Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary (n.d.) defined engagement as “emotional
involvement or commitment” (Definition 3b). A middle school student has to have an
emotional interaction with themselves or those around them while being introduced to
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new reading content to start the process of enjoying what they are reading. Allison Baer
(2003), who wrote I Can, But I Won't: A Study of Middle School Reading Engagement,
gave a prime example of a middle school student named Annette that has good grades,
but since her middle school classrooms do not offer texts that interest her, she never
finishes reading anything she starts (p. 27). Similar to Annette, elementary students enter
middle school, and their love for reading decreases because they read mostly classroom
texts. A problem with student reading engagement is that students do not understand the
value reading brings to their lives (Baer, 2003). Suppose a middle school student (i.e.
Annette) understands that reading a science text is just as valuable to their life as reading
about their favorite singer. In that case, they will be more inclined to read because they
understand literature’s value in their lives (Baer, 2003).
A middle school student has to know what reading engagement looks like so they
can feel the excitement with reading. Baer explained that conducting reading engagement
happens after an educator models how to engage with the classroom content, and then
they (educators) should watch and monitor as students partake in the same action (2003,
p. 28). Educators have to model the value of reading, so a student can understand its
benefit regardless of the classroom text. This capstone’s engagement section elaborates
on the subtopics of intrinsic motivation, relevance, and confidence which are aspects that
create reading engagement for middle school students that middle school teachers can use
in their classrooms.
Intrinsic Motivation
The willingness for middle school students wanting to read is intrinsic motivation.
A key factor with intrinsic motivation is giving middle school students more time and
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ownership when interacting with the text before actually reading (Komiyama, 2009).
When students spend more time interacting with a text, they enjoy what they are reading.
Intrinsic motivation and interacting with classroom content are intertwined because
students will want to engage when creating value with reading (Meece, Anderman, &
Anderman, 2006). When middle school students interact with a text before reading it,
their engagement becomes internalized. Pre-reading activities create love or engagement
for what middle school students are about to read in any given middle school lesson.
Intrinsic reading motivation for middle school students is developed by creating
hands-on, pre-reading activities that build prior knowledge activities (Bråten, Johansen,
& Strømsø, 2017). Bråten et al. (2017) noted that it is essential to understand and ask
middle school students what motivates them to read (p. 20). Middle school students need
a pre-reading activity to create engagement with a classroom text to build intrinsic
motivation. Middle school students with just seven minutes of pre-reading activities are
more engaged with a classroom text than a group of students with no pre-reading
activities (Bråten et al., 2017). Bråten et al. (2017) also noted that students at a lower
reading level can still interact and create intrinsic motivation with a text due to a teacher
creating background activities suitable for their learning needs. Middle students need to
be social with a text before reading it instead of being fed classroom content (Rollins,
2014). In as little as seven minutes, a middle school teacher’s pre-reading activities can
create an intrinsic joy with reading for middle school students.
When middle school students can choose what they read, it creates an opportunity
for them to interact with the text and sets the bridge for them to participate in their
intrinsic learning (Alexander, 2018). When reading becomes an obligation, then there is a
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lack of willingness to read. This is the exact opposite of being intrinsically motivated.
Middle school students must associate their thoughts and understanding with the text to
build engagement for their wants and needs (Guthrie, Coddington, & Wigfield, 2009).
Unfortunately, middle school teachers can misinterpret a student’s reading engagement
because students may not ask questions, deliver an answer in the teacher’s expected way,
or display avoidance (Guthrie et al., 2009). Guthrie et. al (2009) described reading
avoidance as middle school students having a flat-out dislike for reading because they
either think they cannot read a text or dislike a text. On the same note, Alexander (2018)
explained that middle teachers are misinformed because they tend to view engagement as
a time when students speak out loud or write down their ideas. A teacher cannot see
inside a student’s mind to know they are intrinsically motivated to read. When middle
school teachers allow students to explore their learning, especially with pre-reading
activities, middle school students are more intrinsically inclined to engage with reading
(Guthrie et al., 2009). That is why it is an educator’s job to create opportunities for
students to use hands-on pre-reading activities to interact with a text so they can engage
and intrinsically build their love of reading. Students who intrinsically engage with a text
before reading have a better chance at outperforming students who do not pre-interact
with the text (Denner & McGinley, 1992). Allowing middle school students to find
opportunities to create their understanding of a text will motivate middle school students
to engage in reading. When middle school teachers help students create intrinsic
motivation with their classroom texts, it builds a bridge to relevant comprehension skills.
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Relevance
Middle school students have to be connected with what they are reading to create
engagement. Middle school teachers instruct specific standards and curriculum, which do
not always speak to students’ interests. Many middle school teachers may not understand
how to incorporate relevant text into their lessons (Gilles, Wang, Smith, & Johnson,
2013, p. 34). For example, a middle school science teacher can make a lesson more
relevant to a diverse middle school classroom by incorporating a short story like Space
Traders (n.d.) to discuss scientific bias (Laughter & Amelia, 2012). In Space Traders, an
African American asks to join the president's cabinet to discuss a trade that the professor
is against on social and racial grounds. Depending on the middle school demographics,
students can apply the knowledge from a science lab to gravitate towards more
significant social issues in their lives using a text like Space Traders (Laughter, &
Adams, 2012). If a text is not relevant to a student’s life, they will find it dull and boring.
Laughter and Adams (2012) explained that most middle school students do not like
science content because it does not apply to their lives. Middle school classes have to
incorporate culturally relevant text so students will not turn away from the lesson but
show more engagement with the relevant text.
Every middle teacher needs to have text for their specific content and figure out
how to apply it to students' lives. Students have to apply knowledge to any given content
to their own lives (Wanzek, 2021, p. 10). Middle school teachers have to understand how
to use text in a student’s life by asking or surveying students to find out what is relevant
to them. When students are surveyed about their reading interests, it makes the text more
relevant and will engage a middle school science class to question issues like racial bias
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using scientific research (Laughter & Adams, 2012). Middle school students ask more
questions when they are surveyed about the relevance of a text, and the educator creates a
lesson that applies the text to their lives (Laughter & Adams, 2012). Laughter and Adams
(2012) noted that students behaved better during lessons because the content text was
more relevant to their lives. Therefore, it is vital to understand if middle school students
feel a text is relevant to their lives. When a text is relevant to a students’ lives, the
engagement process will unravel for their minds, keeping them intrinsically motivated.
Middle school teachers decide what relevant text is read in their classrooms and
how it should be comprehended (Gilles, Smith, & Johnson, 2013, p. 34). Middle school
teachers educate a myriad of students each day in their classes which means a text that is
relevant to one set of students may be irrelevant to another. For example, English
Language Learner students may need a different relevant text in a middle school
classroom compared to the general education population. According to Anne Ebe (2012),
over 90% of English Language Learner students in America score below proficient in
reading. The reason for that low proficiency is the lack of relevant text in their
classrooms (Ebe, 2012). Middle school English Language Learning students are one of
the many groups of students who score below reading proficiency and are forced to read
irrelevant elementary texts just to match their reading level. Ebe (2012) observed a
seventh grade teacher find two fourth grade texts for her ELL students: Two Wise
Children (Graves, 1992) and the other being I’m New Here (Howlett, 1993). The second
text was more relevant to these students’ lives based on students filling out a
self-assessed rubric similar to the relevant survey strategy mentioned by Laughter and
Adams (2012). In Ebe’s (2012) study, ELL students retold each story discussed above to
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their teacher. The teachers concluded that students had a more complete and enthusiastic
retelling of the second, relevant text, I’m New Here (Howlett, 1993). Simply put, if a text
is more relevant to a student’s life or situation, they are engaged and more intrinsically
motivated to retell a teacher what they read and learned.
A middle school teacher can find out if their curriculum is relevant and engaging
by surveying students. In Ivey and Broaddus’ research, they studied over 1,700 sixth
graders and asked them what they liked most about reading in class (2001). Students
were engaged most with two specific classroom reading activities. The research
conducted by Ivey and Broaddus (2001) concluded that 62% of the surveyed middle
school students enjoyed it when the teacher read aloud, and 63% of the students were
engaged when they had free reading time with a text of their choice (Ivey & Broaddus,
2001). Middle school students want to pick their books (i.e., free reading time) because
they have the chance to find something to read that is relevant to their lives (Ivey &
Broaddus, 2001). Middle school students want to choose books relevant to them to be
engaged with the text instead of being forced to read what a teacher tells them to read.
It is also a teacher’s job to show the joy of reading relevant text. Middle school
students are engaged when a teacher becomes energetic while reading a text and makes it
look fun (Ivey & Broaddus, 2001). Creating intrinsic reading motivation begins with
surveying middle school students regarding the relevance of a text, showing middle
students how to engage with relevant text, and applying the text to an aspect in their lives.
Building sustainable intrinsic reading motivation creates confidence. When reading
confidence is developed, all middle school teachers can build engagement and reading
comprehension in their classrooms.
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Confidence
Confidence is a crucial factor in middle school students’ ability to engage with
their classroom text. When a middle school student feels that they cannot read or
understand a text, they are less likely to engage with reading (Donaldson & Halsey,
2013). When students feel they can read a classroom text, they engage and challenge
themselves to read and learn more (McGeown Johnston, Walker, Howatson, Stockburn,
& Dufton, 2015). Middle school students’ belief and confidence in themselves to read a
text can determine the success they will have with engaging and understanding text.
Donaldson and Halsey (2013) used their perception survey given to eight middle school
students to describe how the Matthew Effect relates to middle school readers. The
Matthew Effect is a term that explains how a good reader will continue to engage and
build strength in reading while struggling readers will continue to be more restricted in
their reading growth (Donaldson & Halsey, 2013). One middle school student might
struggle with having confidence in a science text while excelling with a math text.
Another middle school student might lack confidence in engaging and understanding a
math text, but might be outstanding in engaging and understanding a science text.
Regardless of a student's reading level, when students walk into a middle school
classroom, they must feel confident about the text that is being introduced.
To mitigate the Matthew Effect and create more confidence with middle school
students’ reading engagement, they have to be motivated to read. Motivation can be
determined by how text is introduced and the belief that teachers have in students
(McGeown et al., 2015). Confidence in reading is intrinsic, and therefore motivation has
to be created either by a middle student themselves or by an educator’s guidance. Guthrie
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and Davis (2003) surveyed the differentiation of students’ interest in reading engagement
in grades 3, 5, and 8. When comparing 8th graders and 5th graders, 65% of the 8th grade
students found reading more dull, tedious, and boring compared to 5th graders (Guthrie &
Davis, 2003). Guthrie and Davis’ (2003) example shows that as students move from
elementary to middle school they lose confidence and interest in what they are reading in
their content classrooms. Middle school teachers tend to think that reading engagement is
taught at the elementary level and therefore it does not have to be a part of their duty to
build confidence in middle school readers. If a middle school student finds text boring
and dull, they will not have complete confidence reading the text. Guthrie and Davis
(2003) explained how an educator could create simple reading confidence for a middle
school student:
Imagine a student who is excited by a live snake placed in a terrarium on a
classroom table. Students confronted by such a tangible, real-world object will
respond by being attentive, fascinated, and actively questioning. This student
possesses a desire, interest, or motivation to learn more information
about this particular object or event. When the student’s curiosities about
this poisonous snake can be satisfied partially through reading activities,
the motivation will be transferred to the reading behavior. (p. 70)
Middle school students need to have realistic expectations and interactions with
what their middle school teachers want them to read. If a student is interested in snakes
and does not enjoy reading but can apply his or her curiosity with snakes to science,
math, or a robotics class: it creates the chance to increase their confidence to engage with
reading. Engagement with a text starts with a student’s belief in themselves. Flippo
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(2001) explained that if a student does not believe in themselves, it decreases their
reading process attempt. Just because a student might struggle in a particular class, it does
not mean they cannot engage with the reading material (Guthrie & Davis, 2003). Helping
students gain confidence in reading can be as simple as having them be facilitators in
their learning. Guthrie and Davis (2003) elaborated on a case study with a group of
eighteen secondary struggling readers. These students started to love and enjoy what they
were reading when their teacher asked them open-ended questions about the text they
were assigned to read. Creating confidence for what middle school students are reading
makes it more enjoyable.
Not every middle school student likes every subject. An educator needs to find
out what interests students and motivate them to want to read confidently. Middle school
teachers have to develop a steady process that allows students to find confidence in their
classroom text (Caldwell & Leslie, 2013). Motivation creates confidence. When a student
is confident in what they are reading, they become engaged. Creating opportunities to
keep middle school students engaged with their reading aids in answering the question:
What reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create
engagement and comprehension with their classroom content?
Comprehension
Comprehension is understanding, therefore middle school teachers need to have
skills and strategies that allow their students to dig deeper with their classroom content to
create comprehension (Lyons & Pinnell, 2001). As mentioned in the engagement section,
if students do not feel motivated to read, they will be reluctant to learn. If students do not
want to read, they will have trouble understanding what the teacher is trying to teach.
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Wexler, Swanson, Kurz, Shelton, and Vaughn (2019) noted that only one third of 8th
graders in America read at a skilled level. As students traverse through middle school,
there is a decrease in reading comprehension (Wexler et al., 2019); therefore, middle
school students have trouble understanding what they are reading. There is no
one-size-fits-all for middle school reading comprehension. Middle school teachers are the
professionals that must equip students with different opportunities to engage with a text
to find meaning and comprehension with their classroom texts (Hickley & Lewis, 2016).
Elementary students’ love for reading depletes as they enter middle school, which relates
to their low reading comprehension. Wexler et al. (2019) suggested that middle school
teachers need to have various strategies and tools to create reading comprehension in
their classrooms. The comprehension subsections of understanding key information,
creating connections, and making meaning of the text are building blocks to help answer
that question: What reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to
create engagement and comprehension with their classroom content?
Understanding Key Information
Middle school students may have up to eight classes a day, which means an
information overload. The average human brain remembers four to seven pieces of
information at a time (Moskowitz, 2008). Middle school teachers need to be specific with
the key information given to students, so middle school students know what they are
supposed to comprehend when they are reading (Crawley, 2012). Sousa and David (2006)
explained that students’ brains retain information just long enough to apply it to an
assignment, test, reading question, etc. A key to building comprehension with what
students read is having them understand and use specific key information. As previously
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mentioned by Bråten and Strømsø (2017), middle school students need pre-reading
activities to create a connection with what they are reading. Middle school teachers
should guide students to repeat and discuss information they want them to understand,
known as rote rehearsal (Sousa & David, 2006). It is a middle school educator’s duty,
after reading engagement is established, to know what key information they want
students to remember and practice to build comprehension. It was implied by Sousa &
David (2006) that “We [people] use rote rehearsal to remember a poem, the lyrics and
melody of a song, multiplication tables, telephone numbers, and steps in a procedure” (p.
86). After engagement is established, rehearsal of key information is an initial step
towards building understanding in reading for middle school students.
When reading a text, middle school students make a conscious decision on what
and where they are giving their attention. If a middle school teacher gives a student a
classroom text and tells them to “read this and tell me what it says,” a student will have
little direction on what key information to observe. It is important for middle school
teachers to have a specific topic they want their students to comprehend when reading a
classroom text (Crawley, 2012). If a middle student does not have an ending or main
focus point with the text they are reading, it creates a lack of comprehension. If a middle
school science classroom is learning about the respiratory cycle, a middle school teacher
needs to have a main idea or focus point. Zwiers (2010) suggested that it is better to focus
on one main idea at a time (i.e. the purpose of the respiratory system) instead of multiple
items in a subject or topic. Just like rote rehearsal, understanding the main idea of a text
needs to be taught to middle school students to build comprehension. Middle school
teachers think and assume students already understand how to find the main idea from
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their elementary years (Zwiers 2010). This is untrue, as mentioned before, only 33% of
eighth graders in America read proficiently (Wexler et al., 2015). In summary, two
critical beginning stages for building reading comprehension are rehearsing what students
should understand and narrowing down the main idea. This allows middle school
teachers to create engagement and take the next step toward creating student connections
with the text.
Creating Connections
Once middle school teachers pinpoint key information in their classroom reading
content, the next step in the process for middle school readers to create comprehension is
through making connections. Creating a connection with a text is similar to building a
personal bond with reading (Pardo, 2004). A connection with a text starts with relating
text to a reader. Relating a text to a student’s life will give middle school students
meaning and comprehension on a deeper, more personal level (Tracey & Morrow, 2012).
However a middle school teacher decides to introduce and read a classroom text with
students, middle school students need to have outlets that help them make connections.
Middle school students can relate texts with other texts, events that have happened in the
world, personal stories, or prior knowledge they have learned. When a connection is
created with a text, middle school students will be more likely to understand what they
are reading (Pardo, 2004). Pardo (2004) explained that when old information (prior
knowledge) is connected to new information it is referred to as schema theory. Pardo
(2004) also suggested that people have an infinite long-term memory. It is a middle
school teacher's duty to help a student tap into their long-term prior knowledge, so
students can create a connection with a text: creating a bridge for comprehension. Harvey
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and Goudvis (2017) supported Pardo’s (2004) point by reiterating that the schema theory
allows middle school students to metacognitively decipher what they already know to
build a connection with new information. If a student can relate to a situation, setting,
description or even a personality trait of a component in a middle school text they have a
better chance of understanding on a deeper level what the text is saying. This is because a
connection was created.
In order for middle school readers to deepen their connection with a text they
must communicate and link their new understanding of information. When students can
communicate about what they know and what they connected within a middle school text
it will improve comprehension (Ketch, 2005). Once students know they are invested in a
text because a connection has been created, they are eager to dig deeper, read more, and
discuss their findings (Ketch, 2005). Ketch (2005) pointed out that a teacher is like a
coach that watches students engage and communicate with a connection once it is
established. Building a connection creates more clarity in middle school student learning
and at the same time helps students gradually release to independently reflect on what
they have questions about. When Ketch (2005) visited a fifth grade classroom, she
watched students make predictions about a paragraph and then talk about those
predictions with classmates. Even though most students understood that their predictions
were different from the ending of the assigned reading, all students in the class were
engaged and comprehended the deeper meaning of the text because they made a
connection and communicated their thoughts (Kelch, 2005). Middle school students have
to connect their prior knowledge with new information. Harvey and Goudvis (2017)
elaborated on the fact that if a student cannot take what they know and relate it to the
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concept of a text then the lack of connection will lead to minimal comprehension. Middle
school students must be given an opportunity to create or display their own prior
knowledge of what they are going to read. This will create a connection and allow
students to be engaged and want to find out more. When middle school students’ prior
knowledge is established, and middle school teachers direct students on a key topic to
create a connection, it allows them to create meaning of the text to build engagement and
comprehension in their middle school classrooms.
Creating Meaning
After prior knowledge is established and middle school students are engaged and
connected with key topics, it is crucial that they create meaning from what they are
reading. A first step in creating meaning with a text involves taking the knowledge that
students have and apply it to a text for deeper understanding (Lyons & Pinnell, 2001).
When middle school students bridge their personal connections with new knowledge of a
text, it creates meaning. Pourhosein and Sabouri (2016) explained when middle school
students use their prior understanding with new information to find meaning in a piece of
reading, they increase comprehension for deeper meaning. Creating and showing
comprehension is not as simple as letting middle school students read after a connection
is created. Middle school students have to be taught how to implement deeper meaning
strategies for individual classroom content and texts. Creating meaning in a text means
that a successful reader examines what they are reading (Pourhosein & Sabouri, 2016).
Even if a student is labeled as a successful reader, understanding how to create meaning
is an engagement and comprehension strategy that middle school teachers must model
and teach. Just because a student can read and connect with a text, it does not mean they
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know how to create meaning to build comprehension (Ahmadi & Gilakjani, 2012). In
order for students to create meaning from a text, they need to actively engage while
reading a text. A way for students to engage with a text to create meaning is through
reciprocal teaching. Reciprocal teaching is having a line of communication back and
forth about a text between students, peers, or teacher (Ahmadi & Gilakjani 2012).
Ahmadi and Gilakjani (2012) noted that reciprocal teaching guides students on how to
think about what they are learning and reading by expressing their thoughts. Expression
of someone’s thoughts can be through writing, speaking, drawing, or presentations. After
a connection is established, it is the middle school teachers' expertise of the classroom
content to decide how they want students to explore and share their meaning of the text.
Comprehension means that students have a deeper level of understanding with their
classroom content (Lyons & Pinnell, 2001). A middle school student must find meaning
in what they read, so they can comprehend and show how or what they understand with a
middle school teacher’s classroom text.
After creating engagement, establishing key topics, and developing a connection
with the text, middle school teachers should teach their students strategies to find deeper
meaning. Ahmadi and Gilakjani (2012) explained that once students have been taught
connection strategies like predicting, questioning, clarifying or summarizing, the
responsibility from a teacher is shifted into the hands of the student to explore deeper
meaning with the classroom text. Students retain more information when learning is put
into a student’s hands after a connection has been made. Learning then becomes a quest
for students to find their understanding and retain meaning (Ilter, 2018). A middle school
student may excel in math content and struggle with science content or vice versa. To be
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a student that understands middle school classroom content, a middle school reader has to
use their own prior knowledge and be taught how to edify their learning to create
meaning (Ilter, 2018). As you can see, teachers must guide students in their middle school
classes to be able to create meaning and establish comprehension.
In a study observed by Itler (2018), eight middle school students were given the
QRI-5 reading assessment to measure their comprehension. These middle school students
scored low on their comprehension and were given ten lessons on how to create meaning
from a text. The educator in this case study gradually released students to work on their
own and communicate with their peers to find and discuss the meaning of the text being
taught. When the case study was over, it was concluded that after being taught how to
find meaning and communicating with classmates, students scored higher on their
comprehension and ability to find meaning of the text (Ilter, 2018). This evidence shows
that with the right tools given, middle school students have the ability and opportunity to
create deeper meaning with what they are reading.
The process of creating meaning in a text is systematic. It starts with engaging
middle school students with prior knowledge, helping them establish a key topic to focus
on, creating a connection and then giving students the tools to create meaning with the
text. Educators have to model and gradually release middle school students so they can
find and communicate deeper meaning with what they are reading in their middle school
classroom (Beers, 2003). To summarize, students must create meaning with their middle
school classroom texts to establish engagement and build comprehension. The next
section of this chapter explains three specific strategies that answer the question: What
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reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement
and comprehension with their classroom content?
Reading Strategies
There are three reading strategies that middle school teachers can use in order to
create reading engagement and comprehension in their classrooms: vocabulary
instruction, questioning the text, and summarizing key information. Vocabulary
instruction is important because it builds background knowledge that lets middle school
students focus on what they are reading instead of trying to shuffle through words they do
not know (Beers, 2003). The rationale for using the questioning text strategy is due to the
fact that it creates engagement by connecting prior knowledge with new information.
When middle school students are taught how to question what they are reading it allows
them to shift their thinking to a deeper meaning of what the text is saying (Gallagher,
2011). The logic for using that last reading comprehension strategy of summarizing key
information is because it guides retention in students reading by putting important
information together. Summarizing key information is putting information together, so
students can show, understand, and explain what they have comprehended (Harvey &
Goudvis, 2017). Each middle school teacher is an expert in their own content. When
reading, the main goal for students is to comprehend and think about what they are
learning (Tracey & Morrow, 2012). Each reading strategy explained in this section will
give teachers the opportunity to gradually release middle students to work and read on
their own, so they can engage and showcase what they comprehend when they read.
Middle school teachers decide how they want the strategies to be used by narrowing
down the specific main ideas and topics they want covered or addressed in their
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classroom reading (Caldwell & Leslie, 2013). Proper vocabulary instruction, questioning
the text, and summarizing key information are the last set of tools that middle school
teachers need to answer the question: What reading comprehension strategies can middle
school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with their classroom
content?
Vocabulary Instruction
Teaching and understanding vocabulary in middle school classrooms is essential
for reading engagement and comprehension. Research shows that there are five important
components that need to be used when teaching reading: Phonemic awareness, phonics
(decoding), comprehension, fluency, and vocabulary (Cirino, Romain, Barth, Tolar,
Fletcher, & Vaughn, 2012). The reality is, unless they are a reading specialist, all middle
school teachers and classrooms are not equipped to teach all five components that should
have been routinely addressed and assessed at an elementary age. To hone into their
specific classroom content, middle school teachers need to spend time engaging and
teaching students about their specific classroom vocabulary to build comprehension
(Burke, 2008). Vocabulary words in reading classrooms need to be categorized into three
tiers: Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3 words. Tier 1 words are words that students use and see
often, Tier 2 words are words found in the text that students are aware of but have not
spent time routinely using, and Tier 3 words are unknown words found in a specific
content text that helps generate the meaning of the curriculum (Cirino et al., 2012). It is
noted by Nitzkin, Katzir, and Shulkind (2014) that Tier 3 words should be introduced by
the teacher in specific content classes as soon as they are seen and heard by students. Tier
2 words, because of their familiarity with students, will improve comprehension and
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confidence in reading for middle school students if they are introduced during the
engagement process to build prior knowledge (Nitzkin, 2014). Whether a middle school
teacher uses an illustration activity, guessing game with clues, or having students
generate their own scenarios with vocabulary, teaching students Tier 2 words before
reading a text speeds up the process for readers to gain prior knowledge and dig deeper
into a text’s meaning (Burke, 2008). Having world walls in middle school classrooms can
be an implementation of the vocabulary instruction strategy that reiterates the importance
of vocabulary in reading. World walls allow students to continue to engage and see
relevant words from the classroom text (Harmon, Wood, Wand, Hedrick, Vintinner, &
Willeford, 2009). Figure 1 is a word wall from a sixth grade math class. This word wall
implementation can be used in all middle school classrooms, and middle school teachers
can tailor the classroom vocabulary to their specific content.
Figure 1
6th Grade Math Word Wall
Note. Image licensed by Math Made Modern (n.d.)
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Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary should be used in every middle school classroom.
Having direct instruction on how to understand the significance and meaning of Tier 3
words while directly reading the text allows students to find meaning by linking their
prior knowledge of Tier 2 vocabulary to new information which initiates meaning of the
text (Cirino et al., 2012). Each middle school teacher is an expert of their content which
means they get to decide how and which Tier 2 and Tier 3 words are introduced in their
classrooms.
If a middle school student does not understand the words of a text, they will have
trouble understanding what they are reading. Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary instruction
should be used with producing inferences to create engagement, build prior knowledge,
and establish comprehension (Beers, 2003). In a case study conducted by Daugaard,
Cain, and Elbro (2017), 211 sixth graders were assessed on their Tier 3 vocabulary
inferences in relation to reading comprehension. In the assessment, the proctor gave
middle students opportunities to make inferences with vocabulary words they did not
know and share their answers out loud (Daugaard et al., 2017). Daugaard et al. (2017)
explained that after students’ answers were recorded it was summarized that making
vocabulary related predictions created prior engagement. When that prior knowledge was
established, reverting back to new Tier 3 vocabulary increased student comprehension
(Daugaard et at., 2017). As you can see, revisiting Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary during a
lesson engages and develops prior knowledge for middle school students to increase
reading comprehension.
Middle school students may struggle with Tier 2 vocabulary terms in math yet
excel with Tier 2 vocabulary in science and vice versa. In 2011, two graduate students
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were asked to teach background information to 19 eighth graders (Burns, p. 243). After
teaching and discussing background information about two texts, students were
reintroduced to common vocabulary also known as Tier 2 words. After being engaged
with Tier 2 words, these middle school students were asked comprehension questions
about the text. Based on the pre QRI-4 assessment and the final comprehension
questions, it was concluded that when Tier 2 vocabulary was taught or reintroduced prior
to reading, comprehension improved (Burns, 2011). To teach vocabulary correctly,
middle school teachers must help students build background knowledge to create
engagement, target the key vocabulary they want students to know and use that
vocabulary to link old information to new information while reading the text. These steps
will create engagement and comprehension (Burns, 2011). Having a foundation and
introduction of Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary in a middle school classroom is the
springboard for comprehension and creating meaning in the text. Once students have
created meaning with the text, they need to question the text and their new information to
establish retention of what they read and learned.
Questioning The Text
When middle school students learn how to generate questions based on their prior
knowledge it creates new learning that can intrinsically stick with students. When
students question what they are reading with their middle school content, they are taking
charge of what they are deciphering and learning with their classroom text (Sencibaugh &
Sencibaugh, 2015). When students take ownership of their learning by questioning the
author’s point of view or being inquisitive about various texts, it creates a sense of
ownership. After prior knowledge and a key topic are established, and students create
42
meaning with what they are reading, questioning helps students know more about the
topic at hand in their middle school classroom. Burke (2008) pointed out that when
students question what they are reading it creates an emotional bond with the text. An
emotional bond with questioning the text allows students to internalize what they are
learning. Not only will students internalize their learning when they question a text, but
they will take the questioning strategies that educators teach them and use them in many
of their middle school classes as they become more independent with their learning
(Beers & Probst, 2013). The question strategy needs to be a routine or habit students
establish for themselves. Below are images of two different questioning graphic
organizers and strategies. Figure 2 is from Jeannete Scotti’s social studies class where
students are taught to transfer their questions into inferences about their background
knowledge of a historical encounter (as cited by Harvey & Goudvis, 2007). Figure 3
involves questioning the author. Zweirs (2004) explained that this graphic organizer
(Figure 4) can be modified to any specific class and guides students to think out loud
about the author's purpose to make predictions and connections using prior knowledge.
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Figure 2
Inferring and Questioning Historical Concepts
Note. Image is a lesson licensed by Jeanette Scotti published in Zwiers, J. (2010).
Figure 3
Think-Aloud Cheat Seat
Note. Image is questioning strategy licensed by Jeff Zweirs (2010).
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Questioning the text creates an opportunity for middle school students to predict
and explain what is happening in the text. An example regarding predicting and
questioning the text can be taken from Sason, Michalsky, and Mevarech’s (2020)
observation of a secondary science classroom. In this study, middle school teachers
instructed and observed students as they connected prior knowledge to new knowledge
while learning, reading and questioning a biology curriculum (Sason et al., 2020). In this
case study, it was important that each individual middle school teacher educated, trained,
and practiced with students the specific questions they wanted students to use so a
specific topic was created and meaning was connected through prior knowledge. In Sason
et al.’s (2020) case study, secondary students learned how to generate their own questions
with what they were reading. When it came to teachers assessing students’ understanding
after being trained to question the text, the group that was taught to question the text
scored higher on comprehension versus the group of students that fulfilled their
classwork with just a graphic organizer of comprehension questions (Sason et al., 2020).
It is apparent that questioning the text has to be a build up that can be traversed from
class to class to create deeper meaning and retention for the middle school reader.
Middle school texts can be difficult to understand and create meaning if middle
school students are not taught a questioning strategy from that specific teacher for that
specific content. In a middle school social studies classroom, students were taught how to
develop their own questions rather than a teacher assigning them specific questions to
answer (Berkeley, Marshak, Mastropieri, & Scruggs, 2010). It is important for students to
learn how to question a text themselves so they can learn how to create meaning and
apply this reading strategy throughout their lives. Differing from Sason et al. (2020)
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where students were questioning scientific methods to build comprehension, Berkeley et
al. (2010) examined how middle school students used questioning for different parts of a
text like headings and titles to create comprehension (p. 107). This is significant because
it shows that when taught correctly, questioning the text can be used in various middle
school classrooms targeting an individual teacher’s goal for the students. The 57 middle
school students that were observed using questioning strategies scored higher in
comprehension compared to students who read and engaged with the text without
self-questioning strategies (Berkeley et al., 2010). In summary, how a middle school
student questions a text depends on the instruction of the teacher. Educators can have
students create questions on specific content methods, author’s purpose, or elements of a
text. It is a middle school teacher’s duty to instruct students how to independently use
questioning techniques to create comprehension. Questioning the text will lead students
to summarize what they have read to retain engagement and comprehension in their
middle school classrooms.
Summarizing Key Information
After middle school teachers help students gain prior knowledge of their class
content using vocabulary, and narrowing down key topics to question, it is time for
middle school students to synthesize the information they have learned and read about.
Compared to questioning the text which connects prior knowledge to new information
through a connection, summarizing a text can be a more difficult task for middle school
students if it was not taught in elementary school. Many middle school students do not
know how to summarize information (Carr & Ogle, 1987). Summarizing is a strategy that
middle school teachers can use to help students exercise their own thinking to display
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their comprehension. Summarization is a strategy used to assess what a student learned or
did not understand from a classroom activity (Zwiers, 2010). Carr and Ogle (1987) noted
that it is important for an educator to understand a student’s prior knowledge before
summarizing information. This will allow students to display their comprehension along
with connecting their prior knowledge to what they summarized (Carr & Ogle, 1987).
Summarizing helps students focus on a specific topic. Focusing on a specific topic
narrows down what information that needs to be summarized by a student. Burke (2008)
suggested that when the information introduced to students becomes feasible and
restricted to a specific topic it is easier for them to produce a summary (p. 171). To keep
students engaged with summarizing information, middle school teachers can choose a
summarizing strategy that works for their classroom versus students seeing the same
summarizing strategy throughout the day. Below are images of three different
summarizing graphic organizers that can be used in various middle school classrooms.
Figure 4 is from Beers and Probst (2013) where students are asked to track a main point
based on recurring events in the text. Figure 5 is from Kelly Gallagher (2011) where
students are taught to summarize and interpret information from a text using symbols,
quotes, and pictures to show what they comprehended. The last summarizing graphic
organizer, Figure 6, is from Harvey and Goudvis (2017) where students create subtopics
and relate them to key details in a text to display their summarization of a text.
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Figure 4
Notice and Note Again and Again Moment
Note. This image is a summary strategy licensed by Beers and Probst. Beers, K, &
Probst, R. (2013)
Figure 5
Interpretation and Summary of Romeo and Juliet
Note. This is an English class summary graphic organizer licensed by Kelly Gallagher.
Gallagher, K. (2011).
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Figure 6
Understanding Contributions by Historical Figures
Note. This is a social studies summary graphic organizer by Stephanie Harvey and Anne
Goudvis (2017).
When students do not know how to summarize or explain what they read, reading
can become a disengaging process. Elliot (2007), a middle school science teacher and
published journal author, expressed her frustration when students did not like to
summarize her classroom content through writing, so she tried something new (p. 24).
Elliot steered away from the traditional writing of a summary. Similar to Figure 4, Elliot
instructed students to draw pictures to connect the new information they learned in her
class. Elliot explained to her students that when they drew pictures of the classroom
content, she wanted middle school students to create pictures as if they were explaining
the learning material to someone that did not read the classroom article. Elliot (2007)
wanted her middle school students to understand, express, and summarize their learning
through illustrations. When middle school students in Elliot’s class drew pictures to
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summarize their information, comprehension improved by 8% (2007). Every middle
school student learns and reads differently, but for some students, they are more engaged
with a visual summarization of what they comprehended (Elliot, 2007). Summarizing can
be easier than students perceive it to be. Once prior knowledge is established, and
questioning has created meaning, middle school students need to explain what they
already know to increase and show comprehension (Harvey & Goudvis, 2017). Simply
put, a middle school student summarizes what they read by explaining and transferring
what they learned and know from a text. The delivery of that summarized information is
decided by the middle school teacher.
Middle school teachers have the choice on deciding which information they want
students to categorize based on creating a main topic. Middle school students’ summaries
will differ because of how they are engaging with a text (Zweirs, 2010). Summarizing
text in a specific class tailored to a teacher’s specific strategy of choice, gives students
direction on what to summarize (Zwiers, 2010). Even if summarizing information is not
new for students, students need directions on what to summarize for each specific
content. The class that a middle student is in, decides how information should be
synthesized to find and show comprehension. An example of a teacher using
summarization for their specific content is in Ms. Mundel’s middle school science class
where she taught students how to bracket and annotate new information on the side of the
article (Harvey & Goudvis, 2017). This summarization technique was narrowed down to
a topic regarding sickness and health and Ms. Mundle taught students how to put
information into their own words (Harvey & Goudvis, 2017). A second example of a
middle school teacher using a summarization strategy for their specific content is in a
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middle school social studies class. A teacher modeled for students how to compare and
contrast various parties in the revolutionary war (Harvey & Goudvis, 2017). This taught
students how to understand the core and theme of a narrowed middle school topic
(Harvey & Goudvis, 2017). The summarization of content in a middle school classroom
can depend on the teacher’s narrowed topic and the key information they want students to
comprehend. Before summarizing a text, a middle school educator must familiarize
students with Tier 2 vocabulary as a tool for prior knowledge and reading preparation,
then guide students to question the text for meaning, and lastly summarize what they
know. The three reading strategies of vocabulary instruction, questioning the text, and
summarization key information allow middle school students to engage and build reading
comprehension in their classes.
Chapter three will introduce the overview of the three engagement and
comprehension reading strategies: vocabulary instruction, questioning the text, and
summarizing key information. Chapter three provides the methodology and framework
used to teach middle school teachers how to use the three strategies mentioned above in
their content classrooms.
Summary
In conclusion, middle school students need prior knowledge activities to start the
engagement process with a middle school text. Middle school teachers are experts of their
classroom content which means they have the duty to decide what they want students to
learn and know in their classrooms. Middle school teachers need to show what intrinsic
motivation looks like with their classroom content and guide students on how to relate it
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to their own lives. Simply put, when students are engaged with a text they are more
motivated to read the text.
When middle students are engaged and find joy in reading a classroom text, they
are creating reading comprehension. Middle school teachers must narrow their class
content down to key information that they want students to know and take away from
their content reading. When key information is introduced to students, they must connect
with that information to stay engaged. Building a personal and relevant connection with
text creates deeper meaning. It is essential for students to create deeper meaning with a
text because students will retain the information and display comprehension.
There are three key strategies that middle school teachers can use in their
classrooms to cycle engagement into their classroom readings and build comprehension.
Instructing students in specific classroom Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary builds prior
knowledge. Building prior knowledge guides students to question the text. When students
are questioning a text, they are creating deeper meaning and synthesizing information
from the classroom content reading. Middle school students synthesize information and
metacognitively comprehend classroom text by summarizing what they learned and read.
Reading comprehension starts with engaging with the text and building connections. The
foundation of reading comprehension starts with engagement and building connections.
That foundation leads educators to teach middle school reading comprehension strategies
of vocabulary instruction, questioning the text, and summarizing key information to
answer the question: What reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers
use to create engagement and comprehension with their classroom content?
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Chapter three elaborates on the modality behind a reading comprehension
professional development plan that incorporates three reading strategies: vocabulary
instruction, questioning the text, and summarizing key information. Chapter three
provides valid reasons behind the specific audience that is taught the three reading
strategies to build content comprehension along with how the strategies were introduced,
taught, and reflected upon and assessed. Chapter three also delivers the procedures,
structure, and flexibility that middle school teachers use in their classrooms to deliver
reading comprehension for their specific classroom content. The professional
development plan in chapter three answers the question: What reading comprehension
strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with
their classroom content?
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CHAPTER THREE
Project Description
Introduction
As elementary students move onto middle school they are faced with a new task:
taking multiple classes. Middle school content teachers instruct and guide middle school
students to engage and understand their classroom text. At times, middle school students
are asked to read texts they do not enjoy. Many times, content middle school teachers do
not have the proper training to teach students how to interact and grasp the information
they are reading in their classes. I created a reading comprehension professional
development plan that all middle school teachers can use to engage students with reading
and build student comprehension with content classroom text. My professional
development plan answered the question: What reading comprehension strategies can
middle school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with their
classroom content?
Based on the previous year’s data and student survey, 33% of our middle school
students did not reach reading comprehension proficiency on the state reading
assessment, 51% of our students felt engaged in their classrooms and only 31% of
students paid attention in all of their classrooms. My yearlong professional development
plan consists of four sessions with each session having a mid-quarter check-in (except for
session 4). Each session, excluding the fourth session, is designed to model, explain, and
teach one of three reading comprehension strategies to middle school teachers so they can
engage and build students’ reading comprehension in their content classes (Appendix A).
54
To create a foundational professional development plan for middle school
teachers, I reviewed literature that focuses on ways to engage middle school readers,
build reading comprehension, and apply engagement and reading comprehension
strategies into middle school content classrooms. The three reading strategies that middle
school teachers will use in their classrooms are vocabulary instruction, questioning the
text, and summarizing key information. These strategies were important for middle
school teachers to use because they are strategies that engage middle school students and
build their reading comprehension in content classrooms.
Chapter three explains the framework on how the reading comprehension
professional development plan will be delivered and executed. There is an explanation of
the method in how the professional development plan will be conducted along with the
research that supports our implementation of content department collaboration, and
teacher flexibility with the three reading comprehension strategies. Chapter three
provides an explanation of my intended audience and reports the reasons behind middle
school teachers using the reading comprehension strategies of vocabulary instruction,
questioning the text, and summarizing key information to build engagement and reading
comprehension in their classrooms. A timeline is provided that chronicles how each
reading strategy will be taught and assessed in the professional development plan. Lastly,
there is a layout of the chapter four agenda that reflects on answering the question: What
reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement
and comprehension with their classroom content?
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Research Paradigm
The literature review explained how reading engagement correlates to reading
comprehension at the middle school level. I created a professional development plan that
instructs teachers with reading strategies to use in their classrooms to create engagement
and build comprehension. My professional development plan, based on my scholarly
review of literature, delivered a post-positive and pragmatic worldview. Creswell and
Creswell (2018), referencing a pragmatic worldview, said "Researchers are free to choose
the methods, techniques, and procedures that best meet the needs of their purposes" (p.
10). The teachers involved in my professional development will have flexibility with
designing, implementing and assessing the reading strategies from our professional
development plan in their classrooms with their content departments. During the
professional development plan meetings, content teachers will share their plans and goals
with other content teachers. The reading strategies taught were narrowed down to three of
the many that could have been used. This is a postpositivist worldview aspect due to the
ideas used were smaller, more concrete, and tested (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 6).
Simply put, the research question, What reading comprehension strategies can middle
school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with their classroom
content? has research aspects that touch on a post-positive and pragmatic worldview.
Twice a quarter, the reading comprehension professional development plan will
be held during a Wednesday morning staff meeting. For the first meeting of the quarter,
middle school teachers will focus on one reading comprehension strategy to be explained,
modeled, and taught in their middle school content classrooms. For the specific reading
comprehension strategy taught and implemented, each teacher will design their own
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comprehension goal and assessment for their classroom. This one comprehension goal
will be assessed and surveyed throughout the professional development plan. In the
second meeting of the quarter’s professional development plan, there will be a
mid-quarter check-in assessment. Middle school teachers will meet with their content
department teachers to discuss further implementation and improvement of the reading
comprehension strategy being taught. Middle school teachers will reflect on their
discussion by taking a mid-quarter benchmark assessment. Elena Aguilar (2013)
supported creating a work plan to develop directions among departments and parties
involved with professional development. Because a plan will be discussed and
implemented in our middle school professional development, middle school teachers can
extend their teaching practice and prepare for more reading comprehension strategies in
their classrooms.
The three reading strategies taught throughout the year to middle school teachers
will be vocabulary instruction, questioning the text, and summarizing key information.
These three reading strategies will be modeled and conducted in sequential order to
engage students and create progression towards middle school classroom content
comprehension. Every mid-quarter, each teacher will reflect and assess with their content
department which parts of the reading comprehension strategy worked for their
classrooms and which parts need to be edified. This information will be shared and
assessed in a mid-quarter benchmark survey for each individual reading strategy. This
professional development plan will be a year-long process. Lyons and Pinnell (2001)
supported a professional development that allows teachers to discuss and improve the
execution of a specific element being taught and used schoolwide. Lyons and Pinnell
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(2001) pointed out that professional development plans should not be a secluded event
but rather a professional development that seeks time and growth.
Each content teacher will be given options on how to implement each reading
comprehension strategy into their content classroom. For example, during the
implementation of vocabulary instruction, middle school teachers will be shown a
presentation slide that has a link to various options for teaching the reading strategy. This
technique was made through Dove and Honigsfeld’s (2018) approach of finding the
problem or strategy to carry out, designing proposals to use and assess the strategy, and
finally put together steps to use and reassess each strategy in classrooms. Department
meetings for content teachers will consist of two to four teachers. Teachers will generate
a sense of fellowship and community to apply reading comprehension strategies to their
classrooms. The teaching community has the opportunity to create a strong bond among
teachers and help each other with their decision-making when collaborating in meetings
and teaching the reading comprehension strategy in their classrooms (Dove &
Honigsfeld, 2018). When middle school teachers are more in sync, it creates buy-in from
the school that crosses over to student engagement.
Choice of Design
The year prior to the implementation of the reading comprehension professional
development plan, 35% of the middle school students struggled with reading assessments
and 49% of students did not feel engaged in their classes. The reading comprehension
professional development was a tool used to give middle school teachers reading
strategies to engage students with reading content in their classrooms to build
comprehension. The project is designed to model, explain, and train middle school
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teachers one reading strategy each quarter. Middle school teachers will be instructed how
to engage students with the given strategy and then be given various ways to use and
adjust each reading comprehension strategy (i.e. connecting with the text). Each middle
school teacher will design their own yearly comprehension goal for a student, group of
students, or a whole class. Teachers will apply the reading comprehension strategies, but
closely monitor the progress of their selected group. This flexibility method of
professional development plan is used because each middle teacher is a content expert of
their class. My professional development plan gives middle school teachers the power to
decide how to implement and assess each strategy as a department team. Teacher
autonomy allows middle school teachers to be motivated with their use of a strategy so
that engagement with each reading comprehension strategy can be displayed and
modeled for students in their classes.
At mid-quarter, middle school teachers will conference with content departments
and discuss comprehension growth with the strategy being implemented. Each content
teacher will share their independent assessment data relating it to their classroom’s
comprehension goal for their selected group. The intention for the mid-quarter meeting is
to generate holistic, data-driven feedback on each of the reading comprehension
strategies implemented in the professional development plan. The method for the team
and department meetings of the professional development plan is to create interchange of
ideas and emotional bonding amongst teachers (Aguilar, 2013). Middle school teachers
will develop ideas from their colleagues to meet their comprehension goal for their
selected students while using the reading comprehension strategies in all of their classes.
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Setting
The four-quarter professional development plan is designed for middle school
teachers. The middle school students are in grades 6–8. There are 45 licensed teachers,
120 courses taught, and 24 non-licensed staff members that teach a class (Minnesota
Department of Education, n.d.). There is an 18:1 student to teacher ratio at the middle
school(Minnesota Department of Education, n.d.). Students have six classes a day where
they see four core-content teachers and two elective teachers. Each elective content class
consists of two to three teachers, and each core content class (English, science, math, and
social studies) consists of two teachers per grade and six teachers throughout the school.
In the Student Enrollment section in Find my School link generated by the Minnesota
Department of Education, it points out that there are 799 students enrolled in the middle
school. Out of 799 students, 49% of students are white, 24% are Black/African
American, 22% are Hispanic or Latino, 4% are Asian, 1% are American Indian
(Minnesota Department of Education, n.d.). The Minnesota Department of Education
(n.d.) explains that 47% of students receive free or reduced lunch. Sixty-six percent of the
students meet or exceed the Minnesota Reading Standards (Minnesota Department of
Education, n.d.). Out of the 143 students surveyed, (Minnesota Department of Education.
n.d..), 51% of the students feel engaged all of the time in their classes, and 31% of
students pay attention all of the time in their classes. There are 22 teachers with advanced
degrees. Four teachers are licensed reading teachers, and there are three reading
intervention classes taught throughout the building.
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Audience
All of the 45 licensed teachers and staff members that instruct 120 of the courses
will participate in the reading comprehension professional development plan. Every
student that attends a core-content class, or an elective class will be instructed on a
reading comprehension strategy tailored to the specific class they are attending. Each
content and elective teacher will have one lead teacher that facilitates the mid-quarter
reflection and assessment meeting. Each content team consisted of two to three teachers
depending on whether it is a core or elective class. The three administrators will be given
an overview of the reading comprehension professional development and approve the
implementation. The literacy team consists of three teachers that will work together to
deliver the reading comprehension professional development plan to middle school
content teachers.
Project Explanation
All middle school teachers will be taught the effectiveness and modeled on the
practice of using each reading comprehension strategy (i.e. summarizing key
information). All content and elective teachers will be shown various ways they could use
each reading comprehension strategy (Appendix B). Each reading comprehension
strategy introduced at the beginning of each quarter is open to being adjusted and
tweaked by each middle school teacher. After each teacher meets in content departments
to discuss the first three weeks of using and implementing a reading comprehension
strategy, they will collaborate, create, and share a comprehension goal with the strategy
taught.
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All content and elective teachers will meet every mid-quarter, during a morning
staff meeting to discuss, review, and assess each reading comprehension strategy’s
progress in their classrooms (Appendix C). During the mid-quarter reflection, middle
teachers will meet into content groups to revisit the effectiveness of the strategy, reflect
on their implementation, and discuss the progress of the strategy being taught. The
mid-quarter meetings will also be a tool for teachers to discuss and answer: What reading
comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and
comprehension with their classroom content?
The implementation for the vocabulary instruction, questioning the text, and
summarizing key information, will take place at the beginning and middle of each
quarter. For each reading strategy taught, middle school teachers will track a content
comprehension goal for a specific student, group of students, or class. Middle school
teachers will meet again at each mid-quarter and reflect on their implementation of each
reading strategy and assess how it is progressing with their comprehension goal. Middle
school teachers will use Wednesday staff meetings to share their progress of their
comprehension goal and elucidate their use of the reading comprehension strategy for the
remaining four weeks of each quarter. By the beginning of April, middle school teachers
will have implemented three new reading comprehension strategies (vocabulary
instruction, questioning the text, and summarizing key information) into their content
classrooms. Middle school teachers will have the fourth quarter to decide if they want to
use all three reading comprehension strategies or focus on one reading comprehension
strategy to fix and improve content comprehension. Like the first three quarters, middle
school teachers will devise a plan and collaborate with their content department teachers.
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Assessment
In the reading comprehension strategies professional development plan, middle
school teachers will take a pre and post assessment (Appendix D). The pre-assessment
shares middle school teachers’ comprehension goals for their selected group of students
while implementing the reading comprehension strategies taught each quarter. Middle
school teachers and the literacy team will measure the effectiveness of the reading
comprehension strategies by taking a post-assessment survey that reflects on each
teacher’s comprehension goal. When analyzing the Minnesota Reading Comprehension
Assessment data, the literacy team will correlate the reading strands and benchmarks of
the Minnesota Comprehension Reading Assessment to decipher which reading strategy
goal improved, decreased, or stayed the same in relation to the Minnesota Reading
Comprehension Assessment data. The literacy team that designed the professional
development will also analyze and compare FAST test benchmark reading data to assess
the effectiveness of the reading strategies taught and used by middle school teachers.
Middle school teachers will also use the pre and post assessment survey to reflect on
ways to change and improve vocabulary instruction, questioning the text, and
summarizing to build and improve reading engagement and comprehension for the next
school year to continue to work towards their own comprehension goals. Lastly, students
will be surveyed on their engagement in the classroom with the use of the reading
strategies taught (Appendix E). Students will be asked to give feedback on how middle
school teachers can improve their use of engaging students with reading in all of their
classes. The effectiveness of answering the research question, What reading
comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and
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comprehension with their classroom?, will be measured by analyzing if 90% of the
middle school teachers reach their comprehension goals for their selected students.
Timeline
The literature reviewed in September, 2020 through January, 2021 aided me in
narrowing down to the topic of middle school reading engagement and comprehension to
answer the question: What reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers
use to create engagement and comprehension with their classroom content? From
January, 2021 to May, 2021 scholarly literature was reviewed and analyzed and it was
decided that the three reading comprehension strategies of vocabulary instruction,
questioning the text, and summarizing key information best support reading engagement
and comprehension for middle school teachers in their classrooms.
The literacy team will meet Wednesday, June 30th, 2021, Wednesday, July 14th,
2021, and Wednesday, August 11 th, 2021 to organize the middle school’s reading
engagement and comprehension professional development plan. The introduction of the
yearlong reading professional development plan will take place on Wednesday, August
5th, 2021. The first meeting of the reading comprehension professional development plan
is an introduction to vocabulary instruction. The mid-quarter check-in will take place at
the Wednesday staff meeting on September 29th, 2021.
The second reading comprehension strategy explained, modeled, and taught to
staff is questioning the text. The teaching and implementation of this reading
comprehension strategy will be on November 10th, 2021. The mid-quarter check-in and
reflection for questioning the text strategy will be held on December 15th, 2021 during
Wednesday’s staff meeting.
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The third reading comprehension strategy explained, modeled, and taught to
middle school teachers will be summarizing key information. The teaching and
implementation of this reading strategy will be on Wednesday, February 2nd, 2022. The
mid-quarter check-in and reflection for the summarization key information strategy will
be conducted on March 2nd, 2022 during the Wednesday staff meeting.
The fourth quarter reflection and assessment analysis of the reading
comprehension strategy professional development will be on Wednesday, April 13 th,
2022. Middle school teachers will reflect on the three reading comprehension strategies
that they implemented and will decide on which strategy(s) they want to continue to
focus on for the remainder of the year to help with their content reading comprehension
goals. Middle school teachers will also be asked to proctor a student survey and share
those results with the literacy team for assessment.
Summary
The literacy team at the middle school created a four-quarter reading
comprehension professional development plan for grades 6–8. Middle school teachers
will be able to answer the question: What reading comprehension strategies can middle
school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension? Each quarter we will
focus on one reading comprehension strategy: vocabulary instruction, questioning the
text, or summarizing key information. During the fourth quarter professional
development plan, middle teachers will analyze their content assessments and celebrate
their accomplishments. Based on the assessment data and student surveys, the literacy
team will reflect on implementing the reading comprehension strategies the following
school year. Chapter four reflects on the impact that reading comprehension strategies
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have on our middle school teachers and students. I discuss and dig deeper into the
resources I used to understand and teach new ways for reading comprehension strategies.
Chapter four considers the learning that occurred during the formation of the capstone
project, along with implications, limitations, and communication of the professional
development plan. The review of the literature in chapter four reflects on the question:
What reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create
engagement and comprehension with their classroom content?
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CHAPTER FOUR
Project Reflection
Overview
In chapter four, I elaborate on the capstone project learning and the review of
literature. Chapter four explains the implications and limitations of my capstone project
along with details on how the project will be shared with an educational community and
the benefits of the project. This chapter ends with a summary to encompass the question:
What reading comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create
engagement and comprehension with their classroom content?
Reflection on the Capstone Learning Process
Working in the public schools system for 13 years, I have witnessed readers pass
from elementary school to middle school lacking reading comprehension skills. The
reading comprehension progress for the students I taught was achieved by teaching
literacy strategies that students were able to use in all of their classes. This process started
in a well-funded reading intervention program (Scholastic’s Read-180) with just 15
students in the class. The same reading comprehension strategies and growth was
demonstrated in my large English Language Arts classrooms with 25–35 students where
students were guided to dig deeper into the meaning of texts. Lastly, I taught reading
intervention classes with struggling readers who demonstrated reading comprehension
growth when they were modeled and assessed on how to apply reading comprehension
strategies in all of their classes. The knowledge gained from teaching my students
became the contributing factor for creating a reading comprehension strategies
professional development plan that answers the question: What reading comprehension
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strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with
their classroom content?
The focal point of this professional development plan is to equip all middle school
teachers with reading comprehension strategies that they can use in their classrooms. One
reading comprehension strategy will be taught each quarter and teachers track the
selected comprehension of a selected group of students throughout the year. The purpose
of the professional development plan is for middle school teachers to find out which
reading strategies worked best for their content, so students can apply and use those same
reading comprehension strategies in all of their classes.
With the creation of this professional development plan, three key learnings
occurred. The first piece of knowledge that I gained was understanding that engagement
is the building block for reading comprehension. Engaging and interacting with
classroom text creates an internal want for students to value what they are reading
(Meece et al., 2006). When a value is created, students understand more of what they are
reading. The second important lesson that was learned from creating my professional
development plan was that comprehension is not a one size fits all approach with student
learning. Middle school teachers are the experts in their content field. When effectively,
professionally instructed, middle school teachers give effective opportunities for students
to engage with a text to find meaning and comprehension with their classroom content
(Hickley & Lewis, 2016). Lastly, I learned the importance of how creating meaning from
a text leads to better reading engagement and comprehension. Students’ learning becomes
relative when they question classroom content. Students can take the comprehension
strategies that educators teach them, including questioning the text and use them in many
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of their middle school classes as they become more independent with their content
learning (Beers & Probst, 2013). The three key learnings I mentioned above, gave me a
better understanding of: What reading comprehension strategies can middle school
teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with their classroom content?
Literature Review
In chapter two, I reviewed literature that was applicable to reading engagement,
reading comprehension, and reading comprehension strategies. The literature reviewed in
my capstone project was relevant to help answer the question: What reading
comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and
comprehension with their classroom content?
Several key researchers were foundational to understanding the importance of
creating meaning and using relevant texts in the classrooms to build engagement. Meece
et al., (2006), along with Guthrie et al., (2009) explained the importance of having
students interact with the text to create a building block for content reading engagement.
Guthrie et al. (2009) stated one of the most important aspects of giving students
opportunities to explore their thoughts is through interacting with the text. Ivey and
Broaddus (2001) connected reading engagement and comprehension to the overall
professional development plan by explaining that surveying students on their reading
likes and dislikes empowers them with choice. Discerning how empowering student
choice and creating opportunities for them to interact with the text was helpful in
segwaying into building reading comprehension.
A few key researchers were fundamental in understanding the importance of
reading comprehension for middle school students. Sousa and David (2006) explained
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that comprehension is built when students are given a specific direction on what to look
for when reading middle school classroom content. Ketch (2005) connected with Sousa
and David’s (2006) point by expounding on the aspect of middle school students
connecting thoughts when there is direction given in classroom content reading. Ketch
(2005) explained that giving students comprehension directions and specific topics, taps
into prior knowledge. Ahmandi and Gilakjani (2012) counteracted the aspects of giving
students direction by reiterating that students must have choice on showing what and how
they comprehend text. Souda and David (2006), Ketch (2005), along with Ahmandi and
Gilakjani (2012) were foundational researchers. The three researches showed the
importance of giving direction and choice to students to build content comprehension.
An assorted group of researchers narrowed down three key reading
comprehension strategies of vocabulary instruction, questioning the text, and
summarizing key information to be used in middle school classrooms. Cirino et al.,
(2012) displayed that one of the most effective ways to transfer comprehension in a
school setting is by teaching middle school students Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary. Burke
(2008) explained that having more familiarity with Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary improves
student comprehension. Burke (2008) also emphasized that questioning the text creates
an engagement bond for a reader to dig deeper into a text. Zwiers (2010) noted that
questioning the text gives students a chance to metacognitively think out loud. Zwiers
(2010) and Harvey and Goudvis (2017) both synthesized that building prior knowledge is
a critical component to summarizing information. Lastly, Gallagher (2011) tied the
summarizing key information and engagement strategies together by explaining that they
help students internalize and interpret what they are reading. The key researchers in my
70
literature reviews helped answer the question: What reading comprehension strategies
can middle school teachers use to create engagement and comprehension with their
classroom content?
Implications and Limitations
Implications
The implications of this professional development plan incorporate the decision of
the middle school administration, the literacy team, and middle school teachers. It is a
unified decision to recognize the importance of implementing reading comprehension
strategies into middle school content classrooms. It is vital that all of the middle school
teachers have the knowledge to effectively teach each reading comprehension strategy.
This professional development plan transforms reading comprehension autonomy to
middle school teachers. Once middle school teachers buy into the strategies taught, the
engagement will transfer to middle school students. The purpose of this professional
development plan is to ensure that all middle school students have reading
comprehension strategies that they can use in all of their classes.
Limitations
There are some restrictions with this professional development plan being used in
middle school content classrooms. Some middle school teachers will be instructed on
teaching reading strategies for the first time, therefore they may not be as well prepared
to implement one or all of the reading comprehension strategies. Each teacher will be in
charge of tracking the comprehension of their student and transferring those findings to
the professional development plan benchmark survey. Middle school teachers must
address the issues they are having with implementing one or all of the reading
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comprehension strategies. If the issues are not explained and addressed, the literacy team
will not be able to effectively modify and adjust the reading comprehension professional
development plan. The literacy team (the group implementing the professional
development plan) does not have expertise in all content classrooms, therefore they lack
diversity in understanding all content classroom comprehension. The last unexpected
occurrence in implementing the reading comprehension professional development plan is
giving enough time in content meetings for teachers to create fidelity with the reading
comprehension strategies being taught. If there is not enough time to effectively
collaborate, middle school content teachers will not give middle school students the best
opportunity to build reading comprehension in their content classrooms. These
limitations will be addressed by middle school teachers giving the literacy team
suggested times to observe and meet with them for further guidance and observation.
Communication Results and Benefits to the Profession
This reading comprehension professional development plan has been a
collaborative effort with the middle school literacy team, the middle school reading
specialist, the middle school administration, and middle school content team leads.
Middle school content teachers have shared their excitement and willingness to change
some of their instructional approaches in order to address reading comprehension
strategies in their classrooms.
The literacy team will continue to edify the pedagogical approach to teaching
reading comprehension strategies by discussion assessments with each other and the
school administration. The reading comprehension strategies instructional approach will
continually be adjusted by listening and adhering to each content teacher’s survey. The
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biggest benefit that this professional development plan offers is to honor students’ voices
based on their surveys, engagement, and classroom comprehension. The reading
comprehension strategies professional development plan will be an open line of
communication throughout the middle school community to ensure middle school
students are receiving the most beneficial reading comprehension instruction possible.
Access to the professional development plan will be available through Hamline
Digital Portal. A link to the professional development plan will also be available to
school literacy teams on The District’s Focused Instruction website.
Summary
The quest of completing this capstone project and creating this professional
development plan demonstrated the importance of teamwork in student reading
comprehension. I revisited my years of teaching a Read 180 class, ninth grade English
Language Arts class, and reading intervention class. Each new expedition took support
from fellow teachers and community partners to help me realize that reading
comprehension strategies need to be used in every classroom. The learnings introduced in
this capstone project showed me that when educators are given best practice resources,
they are engaged with what they are going to teach their students. This engagement
passes over to students’ involvement in their learning. The literature reviewed, pointed
out that the three reading comprehension strategies of vocabulary instruction, questioning
the text, and summarization of key information are applicable for all middle school
teachers to use in their content classrooms. It is implied by middle school teachers that
having autonomy with how they use reading comprehension strategies, more engagement
will happen with student learning. A limitation in the professional development plan is
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some middle school teachers may not have enough time to understand the best way to
implement reading comprehension strategies in their content classrooms. A way to
mitigate this limitation is through sharing this professional development plan with the
district literacy team and having it also be available online. This availability creates an
opportunity for teachers to plan accordingly when using reading comprehension
strategies in their content classrooms. I look forward to assisting teachers with using
reading comprehension strategies in their content classrooms. I am excited to watch
students apply reading comprehension strategies in more than just their English Language
Arts classrooms. I am dedicated to continuing exploring the question: What reading
comprehension strategies can middle school teachers use to create engagement and
comprehension with their classroom content?
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